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Despite Chile's return to civilian rule in 1990, subsequent governments have been unable to
shake off the legacy of Gen. Augusto Pinochet (1973-1990). Before he stepped down, the general
enacted measures that have so far guaranteed him continued influence in the government and have
severely limited the civilian administration's ability to control the military (see NotiSur, 12/17/93).
President Eduardo Frei, who took office in 1994, is determined to secure passage of reforms to the
authoritarian Constitution drafted during the dictatorship (see NotiSur, 06/01/89).
However, opposition from the right, plus internal divisions within Frei's governing Concertacion
por la Democracia coalition, have delayed progress on the reforms. In January, laying out his agenda
for 1996 with the parties that form the Concertacion, Frei said a priority is the passage of several
constitutional reforms, as well as other legislation that will lead to the resolution of 600 outstanding
human rights cases that occurred during the Pinochet dictatorship (see NotiSur, 08/06/93 and
09/30/94). Frei has also proposed legislation that would affect campaign funding.
One of the key reforms promoted by Frei is the removal of eight senators appointed by Pinochet
before he left office. Since most of the Pinochet appointees are military or approved by the military,
they give Pinochet and the armed forces considerable influence in the Senate. By joining the elected
rightist opposition senators, they can defeat most legislation proposed by the administration and
can certainly block any proposed constitutional amendments, which require a two-thirds approval
in both houses. The appointed senators have been the major obstacle to passage of much of the
legislation proposed by Frei and by his predecessor, Patricio Aylwin (1990-1994).
Another reform essential to the consolidation of democracy would give the president the authority
to fire the military high command and would submit the military to civilian control. Until the law
is changed, Pinochet, who is commander in chief and head of the army until 1998, has ultimate
authority over the military. In addition, Frei wants changes to provisions that give the military
significant power in the constitutional tribunal (Tribunal Constitucional). The reforms would
remove military representatives from the tribunal. Frei has been working toward passing the
reforms since last August, but he has faced strong opposition in the rightist-dominated Senate.
Frei said the reforms are needed to make Chile a more modern and democratic country. "The
country's development requires more democracy, not less as some people in the opposition
mistakenly think," said Frei in a speech urging support for his reforms. Earlier this year, Frei worked
out a deal with the opposition rightist Partido de Renovacion Nacional (PRN), led by deputy Andres
Allamand, to support the changes. However, when the vote was taken in April, seven of the PRN's
11 senators refused to honor the agreement and voted with the conservative Union Democrata
Independiente (UDI). Thus the right, with the seven PRN senators and the eight Pinochet-appointed
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senators, was able to block Frei's proposed reforms. The vote was 28 for and 21 against, three votes
short of the two-thirds majority needed for passage of changes to the Constitution.
Some observers accused Pinochet of engineering the rebellion by the seven hard-liners to prevent
passage of the reforms. "What is becoming clear is that Pinochet calls the shots within the PRN
more than Allamand," said Jorge Schaulsohn, leader of the centrist Partido Por la Democracia (PPD).
Frei's government angrily denounced "authoritarian" rightists for killing the reforms and for being
"stuck in the past." "It's now clear that there are two souls in the right wing," said Information
Minister Jose Joaquin Brunner. "One seeks constitutional consensus with the government, while the
other is authoritarian, stuck in the past, trapped in its fantasies, and during the past few days has
done nothing but talk about the country's history and their own fears about democracy."
But rightists argue that a strong military presence is needed to prevent Chile, which they now
consider stable and prosperous, from ever returning to the "disorder" that they said reigned during
the administration of socialist president Salvador Allende (1970-1973), who was killed during
the September 1973 military coup led by Pinochet. "The reforms...ignore the reality of the great
national crisis, which ended in 1973," said Sen. Sergio Fernandez. "That would be a 20-year leap
backward." Frei now intends to send a similar measure to the Chamber of Deputies, where the
Concertacion has a comfortable majority, controlling 70 of the 120 deputy seats. Like the previous
bill, the new proposal would eliminate the senate seats appointed by Pinochet, change the makeup
of the constitutional tribunal to remove the representation of the armed forces, and hold all state
officials, including military leaders, to standards of "integrity."
However, in addition to right-wing opposition, problems within the Concertacion have strained the
coalition and impeded progress on the reforms. In mid-April, a power struggle between the Partido
Socialista (PS) and the Partido Democrata Cristiano (PDC), both members of the Concertacion,
erupted over leadership of the pro-government Central Unitaria de Trabajadores (CUT), Chile's
largest labor federation. An unexpected alliance between the PS and the leftist opposition Partido
Comunista (PC) resulted in the election of PS member Roberto Alarcon as CUT president, defeating
PDC candidate Maria Rozas, who accused the PS of betraying the Concertacion pact. "We are in a
serious political situation," said PDC president Alejandro Foxley. "We are not going to hide the fact
that a political party in the Concertacion is talking with God and the devil." In addition to the PS and
the PDC, the Concertacion includes the PPD and the Partido Radical Socialdemocrata (PRSD).
After a three-week crisis, the PDC agreed to accept four positions on the 11-member CUT executive
committee as a first step toward resolving the crisis. However, tensions were further aggravated
during the PS's 25th party congress in early May, when party leaders said the PS has the right
to name one of its members to head the Concertacion slate for the next presidential elections
in 1999. PS president Camilo Escalona said the party had faithfully supported the Concertacion
during the administrations of Aylwin and Frei, both of whom are from the PDC. Now the PS feels
that, in fairness, it has the right to lead the coalition. "We had Concertacion I...in which the PS
played an essential role by providing a base of popular support," said Escalona. "We currently
have Concertacion II whose very important work is partially completed....Now, we aspire to a
Concertacion III, headed by one of us."
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The proposal by the PS that leadership of the Concertacion rotate, and that in the next elections it
should be the PS's turn, met with opposition among the more conservative members of the PDC
and also raised objections that talk of the next elections is premature. Speaking at the opening of the
PS congress, Frei warned that the Concertacion could not afford divisiveness within its ranks and
called for the re-establishment of mutual trust within the coalition. "The Concertacion is not viable
without a sincere and open understanding between the socialist world and the Christian democrat
world," said Frei. The PS's demands caused concern outside the governing Concertacion as well.
PRN deputy Arturo Longton said the PS "wants to repeat the Allende experience," which he called
"disastrous" for Chile.
Meanwhile, Frei is pushing another bill in the new legislative session, which began May 21,
that could also affect future elections. It would provide state subsidies for political parties. The
administration says the measure would mean greater equality in political campaigns and reduce
corruption. It is expected to cost US$10 million a year, according to government secretary general
Jose Joaquin Brunner. The need to control electoral costs has been a concern since the 1989
presidential and parliamentary elections that began Chile's transition to democracy. The debate
became stronger during the 1993 general elections in which campaign spending soared.
The PDC's Foxley warned that contributions from private businesses threaten legislative
independence and that some curb must be put on political contributions. While the measure has
support within the Concertacion, differences exist between those who propose financing the parties
directly and those who propose only financing the electoral campaigns. However, some opponents
to the measure say the money should go toward social spending, especially to programs aimed at
eradicating extreme poverty, rather than to subsidize political activity. Because a prolonged debated
is anticipated, it is doubtful that the bill will be passed before municipal elections in October.
(Sources: Deutsche Press Agentur, 01/15/96; Notimex, 03/11/96, 04/09/96; Reuter, 01/12/96, 04/11/96,
04/22/96; Agence France-Presse, 03/18/97, 03/21/96, 04/11/96, 04/21/96, 05/02/96, 05/05/96; Inter Press
Service, 01/16/96, 05/03/96, 05/06-08/96)
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